
 
 

 
 
 
Parashat Vayeshev: “Recognize It!” 
 
Dear Friends, 
 
“Haker Na” - recognize! - say Yaakov’s sons to their father as they show him the bloody, torn 
garment, the remains of Yoseph’s striped tunic. 
 
“Haker Na” - recognize! - says the pregnant Tamar to Yehuda as she holds up the staff, seal, 
and fringes that belong to him, moments before she is thrown into the fire as punishment for 
adultery. 
 
These two stories of deception appear one after the other in Parashat VaYeshev. What they 
have in common is Yehuda, two goat kids, two garments, and a moment of great clarity. 
 
The story of the first garment - Yoseph’s striped tunic - everyone is familiar with. Yehuda led 
the plot to sell Yoseph into slavery, disrobe him, tear up the tunic, and dip it into the blood of 
goat kid slaughtered especially for this purpose. And then “they had the ornamented tunic 
taken to their father, and they said, ‘We found this. Please examine it; do you 
recognize your son’s tunic or not?’” (Bereishit 37:32). 
 
The story of the second garment - that of the “harlot” Tamar - is less familiar. Yehuda is the 
father of both of Tamar’s deceased husbands. She has been left a young, childless widow. 
Yehuda promises to marry her off to his youngest son, Shelah, when he is old enough to 
marry, as was the custom. Meanwhile, Tamar is sent back to her parents’ home. But Yehuda 
does not keep his promise and does not summon her back when Shelah is grown, so Tamar 
decides to take matters into her own hands. She removes her widow’s garments, dons those 
of a harlot, and sits by the road frequented by Yehuda. Himself recently widowed, Yehuda 
does not recognize his daughter-in-law and, taking her for a harlot, lays with her. Not having 
the means with him with which to pay her, Yehuda agrees to leave his staff, seal, and fringes 
with her with promise of a goat kid as payment. When his servants search for the “harlot” in 
order to pay her, they cannot find her, for she has taken off the garment of the harlot and 
returned to that of a widow. When Yehuda is told that Tamar is pregnant, he demands that 
she be punished as an adultress. A moment before she is burnt at the stake, she takes out 
Yehuda’s belongings and says to him: “‘I am with child by the man to whom these 
belong.’ And she added, Haker Na! [Examine these]: whose seal and cord and staff 
are these?’” (38:25) 



 
Two challenging stories, two goat kids, two garments of deception, and one Yehuda. 
Yehuda, the man who planned to deceive his father about Joseph’s plight and later reneged 
on his promise to his widowed daughter-in-law Tamar, finds himself the victim of a 
deception. 
 
Is this tit for tat? Karma? Both, of course, but much more cleverly than may first appear… 
 
Haker Na - recognize! - is a unique phrase; heart wrenching, but also gentle and 
transformative! 
 
The brothers, led by Yehuda, could have said “Oh, father, see what we have found!” or 
“Father, we have terrible news… we have found a striped tunic stained with blood. We fear it 
may be Yoseph’s.” Tamar, too, could have burst out saying “Wait a minute! Before you throw 
me into the fire, let me tell you who got me pregnant. You did! Here is the proof,” or “You 
promised that I would marry your youngest son and you reneged! I have been living as a 
miserable, childless widow for years! I deserve a child and you deserve to have been 
deceived.” 
 
But no, both the brothers and Tamar only say “Recognize!” 
 
This is a call - perhaps even a command - for deep recognition. What we have here is not 
simply an identification of a torn garment or of a staff and seal, but an understanding of a 
long sequence of events which has brought everyone to this moment. 
 
It is as if the brothers are telling their father: “Father, recognize this garment which 
represents your problematic parenting, and the way in which you showed preference for 
Rachel over our mothers; the way in which you so obviously preferred her son Joseph and 
let him lord it over us for years. Father, you have brought this stained garment upon 
yourself.” 
 
And it is as if Tamar is telling Yehuda: “Recognize these items which represent your power, 
compared to my helplessness and the misery which you caused all of these years. You 
imprisoned me in my widow’s clothes and prevented me becoming a wife and a mother. You 
withheld continuity from me, and from all of the tribe of Yehuda. But I took my future and my 
destiny into my own hands, and I carry that continuity in my womb.” 
 
We all have moments of recognition in our lives. They are few, and that is a good thing, 
because they are heart wrenching. These are moments in which the bigger picture becomes 
evident and all of the pieces fall into place, moments of great clarity! Sometimes they are 
difficult and painful - like in Yaakov’s case - when we recognize an ongoing mistake and a 
motif that we have lived with and that has made us miserable for years. But these moments 
may also be the source of tremendous relief - like in Yehuda’s case - because despite the 
pain (two deceased sons and many years of solitude and widowhood), it is finally possible to 
repair, to end the loneliness - ours and others’ - and bring happiness and continuity. 
 



Without such moments of recognition, deep change is almost impossible. A “simple” 
argument, or another emotional outburst, or exchange of blame does not change anything. 
The moment we recognize the core issue which is holding us back - for good and for less 
good - transformation is possible. 
 
Having said that, I am not sure Yaakov underwent such transformation, even when he was 
confronted with his clear and long-standing preference for one wife and one son, and saw 
the disaster it had caused. But I am sure that Yehuda experienced a great transformation. 
When he hears Tamar say “Haker Na” - recognize! - all of the pieces of the puzzle fell into 
place, enabling the deep reconciliation that will take place between Yoseph and himself later 
in the story. 
 
I wish us all formative moments of “Haker Na” - of radical recognition - in our lives, moments 
in which we are finally able to see with great clarity the patterns which have become 
entrenched and which limit our continued growth. 
 
I wish us all these moments of clarity which may provide us with relief and perhaps even joy, 
because their purpose is to repair and to give us another chance. As such, they may bring 
redemption to our world (one of the twins born to Tamar and Yehudah is the forefather of 
King David, and the future Messiah). 
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
 
Elisha 

 


